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the R ole of W a rfa re  
a n d  S t r a t e g y  i n T h e  
L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s
By
P a u l  M . L lo y d
The s u b t i t l e  o f  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  i s  "T he War o f  t h e  
R in g ."  I t  i s  a  l i t t l e  c u r io u s  th e n  t h a t  so  f a r  no  one 
h a s  ( to  my k n o w led g e) exam in ed  t h e  r o l e  t h a t  w a r f a r e ,  and 
e s p e c i a l l y  m i l i t a r y  s t r a t e g y ,  p l a y s  i n  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  
t h e  s t o r y .  The v iv i d n e s s  and r e a l i s m  w i th  w h ich  T o lk ie n  c o n ­
c e iv e d  h i s  w ork a p p ly  e q u a l ly  t o  t h e s e  m a t t e r s  w h ich  a r e  in  a 
v e r y  r e a l  s e n s e  p a r t  o f  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h e  book i t s e l f .
The w eapons u se d  an d  th e  t a c t i c s  o f  w ar p r a c t i c e d  a t  th e  
end o f  t h e  T h ir d  Age o f  M id d le - e a r th  a r e  a lm o s t  c o m p le te ly  
m e d ie v a l  in  n a t u r e .  The o f f e n s i v e  w eapon p a r  e x c e lle n c e  i s  t h e  
sw o rd , o f  w hich  t h e r e  a r e  v a r io u s  t y p e s ,  fro m  th e  s h o r t  d a g g e r ­
l i k e  sw ord  f a v o re d  by th e  h o b b i t s  t o  t h e  c u rv e d  s c i m i t a r s  o f  
t h e  men o f  t h e  s o u th  ( III ,  p .1 1 4 ) 1 an d  th e  g r e a t  sw o rd s  u s e d  by  
A ra g o rn  and  o t h e r  w a r r i o r s ,  w h ic h , we may p re su m e , w ere  u s u a l l y  
tw o -e d g e d  sw o rd s u se d  f o r  sw in g in g  r a t h e r  th a n  s t a b b in g .  O th e r  
o f f e n s i v e  w eapons a r e  s p e a r s ,  bows and  a r ro w s ,  b a t t l e - a x e s  
(u se d  m o s t ly  by  d w arv es  and  men fro m  t h e  e a s t  [ I ,  p . 283 ; m , P- 
1 2 1 ])  and  m a c e s .2 [ I v o r  R o g ers  p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no 
e v id e n c e  t h a t  t h e  bows u s e d  a r e  lo n g b o w s; r a t h e r ,  th e y  a r e  s h o r t  
bows draw n t o  t h e  c h e s t  o r  c h in  and u s e d  by  h o rse m e n .]  F o r 
s i e g e  o p e r a t i o n s  t h e r e  a r e  c a t a p u l t s  w h ich  h u r l  r o c k s ,  some o f  
w h ich  a r e  i n c e n d i a r y ,  a l th o u g h  we a r e  n o t  t o l d  how th e y  b u rn  
(H I, p . 9 6 ) .  The i m p l i c a t i o n  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  th r o u g h  b la c k  m a g ic , 
a l th o u g h  i t  seem s t h a t  S au ro n  h a s  some k in d  o f  e x p l o s i v e ,  s i n c e  
t h e  D eep in g  W all o f  H e lm 's  Deep ( I I , p. 142) and  t h e  w a l l s  o f  t h e  
P e le n n o r  ( III ,  p . 91) a r e  b r e a c h e d  by  b l a s t i n g .  T h e re  a r e  s i e g e  
to w e rs  ( III ,  p. 98) and  a l s o  a  g r e a t  ram , one  h u n d re d  f e e t  lo n g  
w ith  a  m e ta l  h e a d , u s e d  f o r  b r e a k in g  down t h e  g a t e  o f  M inas 
T i r i t h  (H I ,p . 1 0 2 ) .
F o r p e r s o n a l  d e f e n s e  t h e r e  a r e  h a u b e rk s  made o f  c h a in  
m a i l  ( I ,  p. 2 9 0 )' and  r i n g  a rm o r ( I ,  p .2 9 3 ) 3, an d  h e lm e ts  w h ich  
seem  t o  b e  o f  l e a t h e r  w ith  s t e e l  o r  i r o n  b an d s  (H , p . 1 2 7 ) .
Some h e lm e ts  h a v e  n o s e g u a rd s ;  a t  l e a s t  t h e  o n e s  u se d  by  o r e s  do 
( III ,  p. 1 8 9 ) . T h e re  a r e  a l s o  s h i e l d s ,  p r o b a b ly  o f  l e a t h e r  o r  
wood, ro u n d  in  sh a p e  ( I I , p . 1 2 7 ) . F o r d e f e n s e  o f  c i t i e s  t h e r e  
a r e  w a l l s  and  m o a ts .  M inas T i r i t h  i s  a  good exam ple  o f  a 
h e a v i l y  f o r t i f i e d  c i t y , w i th  se v e n  d e f e n s iv e  w a l l s  ( III ,  p . 2 3 ) .
F o r b a t t l e  S au ro n  r e l i e s  m a in ly  on l a r g e  num bers o f  h e av y  
i n f a n t r y  made up m o s t ly  o f  o r e s ,  and  su p p le m e n te d  by men from  t h e  
s o u th ,  t h e  H a ra d rim  ( III, p. 7 3 ) ,  and  E a s t e r l i n g s  (H I, p . 95) . He 
h a s  few  horsem en  (H I, p . 7 2 ) ,  a l th o u g h  he  d o e s  h av e  w ar e le p h a n t s  
w h ich  h a v e  a  d e v a s t a t i n g  e f f e c t  i n  t h e  s i e g e  o f  M inas T i r i t h  
( III ,  p . 1 0 1 ) . In  t h i s  r e s p e c t  h i s  o p p o n e n ts  a r e  much b e t t e r  
p r e p a r e d  th a n  S au ro n  b e c a u s e  t h e y  h a v e  a  g r e a t  many k n i g h t s ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  R id e r s  o f  R ohan. B a t t l e f i e l d  t a c t i c s  seem  t o  
v a r y  from  p r i m i t i v e  t o  r a t h e r  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  m e th o d s . The 
k n ig h t s  s e r v e  m a in ly  a s  sh o c k  t r o o p s ,  an d  one  o f  t h e i r  t a c t i c s
i s ,  i n  good m e d ie v a l  s t y l e , 4 a  w i ld  c h a r g e  a t  t h e  enemy i n f a n t r y ,  
a s ,  f o r  e x a m p le , when t h e  R id e r s  o f  Rohan a t t a c k  t h e  b e s i e g e r s  
o f  M inas T i r i t h  (H I, p. 1 1 2 ) . [ I v o r  R o g e rs  re m a rk e d  t h a t  among 
t h e  R id e r s  t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  h o r s e  a r c h e r s .  The t a c t i c s  u s e d  i n  
a t t a c k i n g  t h e  o r e s  c a r r y in g  t h e  h o b b i t s  t o  Sarum an a r e  t y p i c a l l y  
t h o s e  o f  m ounted  bowmen. T hey  s u r r o u n d  t h e  o r e s  and  k e e p  f i r i n g  
a r ro w s  a t  them  u n t i l  t h e i r  f o rm a t io n  i s  so  w eakened  t h a t  i t  c an  
b e  b ro k e n  and  t h e  o r e s  a r e  k i l l e d  w i th  sw o rd s  and  s p e a r s  (B k .3 , 
C h .3 ) . ]  The c a v a l r y  o f  G ondor seem  t o  b e  w e l l  t r a i n e d  and  
d i s c i p l i n e d  t o o ,  when th e y  s a l l y  f o r t h  t o  a t t a c k  t h e  b e s i e g e r s  
and  fo rm  a  s c r e e n  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e  t r o o p s  r e t r e a t i n g  fro m  th e  r i v e r  
d e f e n s e s  ( H , p .  9 4 ) .  The s i e g e  t a c t i c s  o f  S a u ro n ’ s  i n f a n t r y  a r e  
w e l l  d e v e lo p e d  to o  (B k .5 , C h .4 ) .
As f a r  a s  c o m m u n ic a tio n s  g o , S au ro n  h a s  d e f i n i t e  a d v a n ta g e s  
o v e r  h i s  o p p o n e n ts ,  who a r e  l i m i t e d  t o  m e s se n g e rs  on f o o t  o r  
h o r s e b a c k .  Once t h e  N azgu l t a k e  t o  r i d i n g  on g r e a t  b i r d s ,
S a u ro n  h a s  t h e  m ak in g s o f  a  r u d im e n ta ry  a i r  f o r c e .  I t  i s ,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  l i m i t e d  m a in ly  t o  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e .  He a l s o  h a s  a  p r i m i t i v e  
fo rm  o f  t e l e v i s i o n  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e  p a l a n t i r i ,  a l th o u g h  h e  f a i l s  
t o  make good u s e  o f  t h e  one  b e lo n g in g  t o  Sarum an a t  a  c r i t i c a l  
moment ( II, p. 1 9 9 ) .
It  i s  i n  m a t t e r s  o f  g ra n d  s t r a t e g y  t h a t  we s e e  t h e  c l o s e s t  
c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  t h e  m ain  th e m e s o f  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  
an d  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  t h e  s t o r y .  The s t r a t e g y  a d o p te d  by  
S a u ro n  i s  d e te r m in e d  b y  h i s  lo n g - r a n g e  g o a l— n a m e ly , t h e  c o m p le te  
c o n q u e s t  and  d o m in a t io n  o f  M id d le - e a r th — by  th e  g e o g ra p h y  o f  t h e  
a r e a  t o  b e  c o n q u e re d , an d  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  o p p o n e n ts .  He h a s  a  
num ber o f  s t r a t e g i c  a d v a n ta g e s .  F i r s t ,  h e  h a s  i n  M ordor a  p r a c ­
t i c a l l y  im p re g n a b le  b a s e  o f  o p e r a t i o n s .  R e g a rd le s s  o f  t h e  
g e o lo g ic a l  i m p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  su c h  a  la n d  b e in g  fo rm ed  n a t u r a l l y ,  
t h e  f a c t  r e m a in s  t h a t  t h e  m o u n ta in s  s u r r o u n d in g  M ordor p r o v id e  
s u p e rb  p r o t e c t i o n  on  a l l  s i d e s  e x c e p t  t h e  e a s t ,  w h ere  S a u ro n  h a s  
t a k e n  c a r e  t o  p r o t e c t  h i m s e l f  b y  m aking  a l l i e s  o f  t h e  men who 
l i v e  i n  t h a t  r e g i o n .5 A l l  t h e  o t h e r  e n t r a n c e s  a r e  few  and  n a r ro w , 
and  h a v e  b e e n  h e a v i l y  f o r t i f i e d .  A lth o u g h  th e y  a r e  g u a rd e d , 
t h e i r  f o r t i f i c a t i o n s  h a v e  l e d  S au ro n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h e  n e e d  n o t  
c o n c e rn  h i m s e l f  w i th  them  f u r t h e r ,  an d  h e  t h e r e f o r e  f a i l s  t o  
t a k e  p r o p e r  p r e c a u t i o n s  a g a i n s t  i n f i l t r a t i o n .  N e x t, S a u ro n  h a s  
h ad  th e  a d v a n ta g e  o f  lo n g  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  w a r , c a r r i e d  on f o r  
t h e  m o st p a r t  i n  s e c r e t . 6 He a l s o  h a s  v a s t  num bers o f  t r o o p s ,  
b o th  o r e s  and  m en.7 He may b e  p re su m ed  a l s o  t o  h a v e  l a r g e  s to c k s
* T h is p ap er was o r i g i n a l l y  g iv e n  o r a l l y  a t  th e  Y ulem oot o f  th e  
T o lk ie n  S o c ie t y  o f  A m erica in  New York in  December o f  1 970 . I  
su b se q u e n tly  r ew r o te  c e r t a in  p a r t s  and added some p e r t in e n t  
comments by members o f  th e  a u d ie n c e  ( in d ic a t e d  by sq u are  
b r a c k e t s [ ] ) .
1 Page r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  to  th e  H o u g h to n -M iff lin  e d i t io n ,  
B o sto n , 1 954 . I  = The F e llo w s h ip  o f  th e  R in g ; II = The Two 
T ow ers; III = The R e tu rn  o f  th e  K in g .
2 One in  p a r t i c u la r  i s  m en tion ed : th e  g r e a t  b la c k  mace u sed  
by th e  Lord o f  th e  N azgu l ( I I , p .1 1 5 ) .
3 S ee  O .F .H ogg, C lu b s to  Cannon (London, G era ld  Duckworth  
and Co., 1 9 6 8 ) , pp. 5 0 -5 1 , f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  b o th  t y p e s  o f  
armor.
4 S ee  C. W. C. Oman, The A r t  o f  War in  th e  M id d le  A g e s : A.D. 
3 7 8 -1 5 1 5 , r e v i s e d  e d i t io n  by John H. B e e le r  ( I t h a c a ,  N .Y ., Cor­
n e l l  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 5 3 ) , e s p e c i a l l y  Ch. IV , "The Supremacy 
o f  F eu dal C a v a lr y ."
5 I t  may b e q u e s t io n e d  w h eth er  th e  e a s t e r n e r s  a r e  r e a l l y  
a l l i e s .  Borom ir s a y s  t h a t  Sauron h a s a l l i e d  h im s e l f  w ith  them  
( I ,  p .2 5 8 ) ,  b u t T o lk ie n  l a t e r  s a y s  t h a t  th e  la n d s  t o  th e  e a s t  
a r e  t r i b u t a r i e s  t o  Mordor p r o v id in g  b o o ty  and s la v e s  ( III,  p . 201). 
Some o f  th e  tr o o p s  s e r v e  o n ly  under d u r e s s  ( p .2 0 8 ) .
6 Sauron h as had a t  l e a s t  49 y e a r s  t o  p la n  h i s  co n q u est , 
s in c e  we know t h a t  a t  th e  end o f  The H o b b it  B ilb o  w as 52 y e a r s  
o ld  and The L ord  o f  th e  R in g s  b e g in s  on h i s  one hundred and 
e le v e n t h  b ir th d a y .
7 I t  i s  hard t o  e s t im a te  th e  t o t a l  number o f  t r o o p s ,  b u t  
th e  im p r e ss io n  g iv e n  i s  t h a t  Sauron h as many more than  h i s  
o p p o n e n ts . T o lk ie n  sp ea k s v a r io u s ly  o f  "an e n d le s s  steam " o f  
o r e s  l e a v in g  M inas M orgul ( II , p . 315) o f  w h ich  th e  one se e n  by 
Frodo and Sam "was b u t  one and n o t  th e  g r e a t e s t  o f  th e  h o s t s
3
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o f  m a te r i e l  s t o r e d  in  M ordor (HI, p. 2 0 1 ) , p lu s  an a c t i v e  arm s 
in d u s t r y  c o n t i n u a l l y  p ro d u c in g  new war s u p p l i e s .
The g e o g ra p h y  o f  M id d le - e a r th  im p o ses on S au ro n  c e r t a i n  
d e f i n i t e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  a c t i o n ,  f o r  i n  la n d  w a r f a r e  t e r r a i n  i s  
a lw ay s a  f a c t o r  i n  d e te rm in in g  a  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n .8 In  o r d e r  to  
c o n q u e r  M id d le - e a r th  S au ron  m ust c o n q u e r  t h e  la n d s  d i r e c t l y  to  
t h e  n o r th  and w es t o f  M ordor: G ondor and Rohan t o  t h e  w e s t;  th e  
la n d s  o f  th e  e l v e s ,  dw arves, and men t o  th e  n o r t h ;  and E r ia d o r ,  
w here  th e  h o b b i t s  l i v e ,  i n  t h e  n o r th w e s t .  The s o u th e rn  la n d s  a r e  
a l l i e d  w ith  him  ( a t  l e a s t  t e m p o r a r i ly )  and he  n eed  n o t  t a k e  them  
i n t o  c o n s id e r a t i o n .  To th e  n o r th  Mirkwood h a s  lo n g  b een  u n d e r  
h i s  c o n t r o l  w i th  t h e  e x c e p t io n  o f  t h e  p l a c e s  w here  t h e  Wood E lv e s  
l i v e .  The e lv e s  o f  L o r ie n , so u th w e s t  o f  M irkw ood, a l th o u g h
b i t t e r  en em ies o f  S a u ro n , a r e  s t r a n g e l y  p a s s iv e  in  t h e  c o n f l i c t ,  
and l i m i t  th e m se lv e s  t o  g iv in g  a i d  and c o m fo rt t o  t h e  F e llo w sh ip  
o f  th e  R ing (Bk. 2 , Ch. 6 -8 )  . I t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e i r  num bers 
a r e  s im p ly  to o  l im i te d  t o  p e rm it  them  t o  do more th a n  d e fe n d  
t h e i r  la n d  a g a i n s t  a t t a c k .  Thus a l th o u g h  S au ro n  h a s  c e r t a i n  
a d v a n ta g e s  in  th e  n o r th ,  t h e r e  a r e  s e r i o u s  l i m i t a t i o n s  t o  h i s  
freed o m  o f  a c t i o n  t h e r e .  I t  p r o v id e s  l i t t l e  o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  th e  
c o n q u e s t  o f  E r ia d o r  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  b a r r i e r  im posed by th e  M is ty  
M o u n ta in s . M o u n ta in s a r e  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a  b a r r i e r  t o  m i l i t a r y  
o p e r a t i o n s ,  a s  w i tn e s s  N a p o le o n 's  c r o s s in g  o f  th e  A lp s t o  in v a d e  
I t a l y  i n  t h e  cam paign  o f  1800, b u t  th e  M is ty  M o u n ta in s seem t o  
be  t r u l y  fo rm id a b le .  T h e re  a r e  p a s s e s ,  b u t  th e y  a r e  e x tre m e ly  
ru g g e d  and narrow , a s  i s  se e n  when F rodo  and h i s  com panions t r y  
to  c r o s s  b u t  a r e  d r iv e n  back  by s to rm s  (Bk. 2 , C h .3 ) .  A g a in s t  
even  a sm a ll  f o r c e  o f  d e f e n d e r s  an  arm y m ig h t f i n d  i t  im p o s s ib le  
t o  c r o s s .  S au ro n  m ig h t t r y  t o  do w hat F rodo  and th e  F e llo w sh ip  
d id  and a t te m p t  to  p a s s  th ro u g h  th e  m ines o f  M oria, w h ich  a r e  
a l r e a d y  c o n t r o l l e d  by o r e s .  H ere a g a in ,  how ev er, t h e  n a rro w n e ss  
o f  th e  tu n n e l s  w ould be  l i k e l y  t o  p r e v e n t  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  many 
t r o o p s ,  and w ith  a  l i t t l e  in g e n u i ty  th e  tu n n e l s  c o u ld  be  perm an­
e n t l y  b lo c k e d  by S a u r o n 's  e n em ies .
A n o th e r  p o s s i b i l i t y  w ould b e  a  p a s s a g e  t o  t h e  n o r th  o f  th e  
m o u n ta in s , b u t  t h e r e  a r e  d i s a d v a n ta g e s  in  su c h  a  move. S a u r o n 's  
f o r c e s  w ould b e  s t r e t c h e d  o u t  on lo n g  l i n e s  o f  co m m u n ica tio n s 
f a r  from  t h e i r  b a s e  and c o u ld  be more e a s i l y  a t t a c k e d .  A lso , th e y  
w ould n e c e s s a r i l y  p a s s  th ro u g h  th e  c o ld  and b a r r e n  w a s te la n d  o f  
t h e  n o r th  b e f o r e  b e in g  a b le  t o  t u r n  s o u th  i n t o  E r ia d o r .  In  such  
a  s i t u a t i o n  th e y  m ig h t be  c u t  o f f  from  t h e i r  b a s e  and hav e  to  
f i g h t  on i n f e r i o r  g ro u n d . T h e re  a r e  i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  S au ro n  d id  
a t te m p t  t o  f o r c e  a  p a s s a g e  th ro u g h  th e  n o r th  b u t  was h e ld  b ack  by 
th e  d e f e n s e  p r e s e n te d  by t h e  d w arves o f  t h e  L o n e ly  M oun ta in  and 
th e  men o f  D a le .9
A n o th e r  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  w ould b e  t o  c r o s s  t h e  A nduin  t o  
th e  s o u th  o f  M inas T i r i t h  and go a ro u n d  th e  m o u n ta in s  o f  Gondor. 
I t  m ig h t ev en  be  p o s s i b l e  t o  u n d e r ta k e  an am p h ib io u s  o p e r a t io n  
w ith  t h e  a id  o f  t h e  c o r s a i r s  o f  Umbar. But S au ro n  d o es  n o t  th in k  
in  t h i s  f a s h io n .  As N apoleon  o n ce  re m a rk e d , " C o n d it io n s  o f  th e  
g ro u n d  sh o u ld  n o t  a lo n e  d e c id e  th e  o r g a n iz a t io n  f o r  co m b at, w hich  
sh o u ld  b e  d e te rm in e d  from  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  a l l  c i r c u m s ta n c e s . " 10 
S a u r o n 's  c h i e f  o p p o n e n ts  a r e  to  t h e  w e s t i n  Gondor and i n  Rohan, 
and  u n le s s  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e s  a r e  d e s t r o y e d ,  he  w i l l  n e v e r  be  
a b le  t o  become a b s o lu te  m a s te r  o f  M id d le - e a r th .  A lso  i t  i s  t o  
th e  t h e  w e s t t h a t  t h e  e a s i e s t  p a s s a g e  i n t o  E r ia d o r  i s  fo u n d : 
th ro u g h  th e  Gap o f  Rohan, c o n t r o l l e d  by  t h e  men o f  Rohan. Once 
h i s  a rm ie s  a r e  p a s t  t h e  Gap, no f u r t h e r  n a t u r a l  b a r r i e r s  e x i s t  
t o  b lo c k  him .
T h e re f o r e  S au ro n  h a s  t h r e e  im m ed ia te  g o a l s .  F i r s t ,  he  m ust 
t r y  t o  p r e v e n t  h i s  en em ies from  u n i t i n g  so  t h a t  he  may c o n q u er 
each  one i n d i v i d u a l l y  w ith  h i s  s u p e r i o r  f o r c e s .  The s e c r e c y  o f  
h i s  p r e p a r a t io n s  h a s  b e e n  an a id  i n  t h i s  schem e, f o r  few in  
M id d le - e a r th  knew a n y th in g  a b o u t th e  r e t u r n  o f  S au ro n  t o  M ordor 
o r  h i s  p r e p a r a t io n s  f o r  w ar. S au ro n  h a s  a l s o  a t te m p te d  t o  o v e r ­
awe h i s  o p p o n e n ts  by o f f e r i n g  f r i e n d s h i p  t o  some and t h r e a t e n i n g  
th o s e  who r e f u s e  t o  a c c e p t  i t ,  a s  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  em bassy to  
t h e  D warves ( I , p .2 S 4 ) ,  o r  by c o n v in c in g  them  o f  t h e  h o p e le s s n e s s  
o f  any o p p o s i t i o n .  D e n e th o r , f o r  ex am p le , h a s  become a d e f e a t i s t  
a f t e r  h a v in g  s e e n  S au ro n  th ro u g h  th e  p a l a n t i r  in  h i s  p o s s e s s io n  
( U p .  1 2 9 ) . S a ru m a n 's  sp y , W orm tongue, h a s  a l s o  s u c c e s s f u l l y  
k e p t  t h e  King o f  Rohan from  becom ing  aw are  o f  h i s  p e r i l  u n t i l  he  
i s  ex p o sed  by  G a n d a lf  (Bk. 3 , C h .6 ) .  L a s t l y  S au ro n  h a s  won some 
a l l i e s  by p ro m is e s  o f  l o o t .  A t l e a s t  we may p resum e t h a t  such  
p ro m is e s  won th e  a l l e g i a n c e  o f  t h e  men o f  t h e  s o u th .
In  t h i s  l a s t  g o a l ,  h e  h a s  had  a  b r i l l i a n t  s u c c e s s  in  th e  
p e r s o n  o f  Sarum an th e  W hite  t o  whom he h a s  p ro m ise d  a  s h a re  in  
t h e  dom in io n  o f  M id d le - e a r th  ( I , p ,  2 7 2 ) . The Tower o f  O rth a n c  
i s  t h e  k ey  t o  t h e  Gap o f  Rohan, and by w in n in g  Sarum an t o  h i s  s id e  
S au ro n  h a s  a t  one s t r o k e  m anaged t o  n e u t r a l i z e  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  
t h e  R id e r s  o f  Rohan. Sarum an h a s  a  f o rm id a b le  f o r c e  o f  o r e s  u n d e r  
h i s  d i r e c t  command, and ev en  i f  h e  c a n n o t c o n q u e r  Rohan s i n g l e -  
h an d ed , a t  l e a s t  h e  ca n  p r e v e n t  th e  c a v a l r y  o f  Rohan from  g o in g  
t o  f i g h t  in  G o n d o r .11 Once Gondor h a s  f a l l e n ,  S a u r o n 's  army can
th a t  Mordor now s e n t  fo r th "  ( p .3 1 6 ) , and l a t e r  o f  " g rea t f o r c e s  
. . .f lo w in g  in  from th e  E ast"  Cm, p. 94) and " b a t ta l io n s  o f  O res o f  
th e  Eye and c o u n t le s s  com panies o f  m en ..." (p. 9 5 ) .  At th e  s i e g e  
o f  Minas T ir i t h ,  th e  p la in  o f  P e len n o r  "was dark w ith  t h e i r  
m arching com panies, and as fa r  a s  e y e s  c o u ld  s t r a in  in  th e  mirk  
th e r e  sp r o u te d , l i k e  a f o u l  fu n g u s-g ro w th , a l l  about th e  
b e lea g u ered  c i t y  g r e a t  camps o f  t e n t s ,  b la ck  or  sombre red"
( p .9 5 ) .  In Mordor Frodo and Sam s e e  "as fa r  a s  t h e i r  e y e s  cou ld  
r e a c h , a lo n g  th e  s k i r t s  o f  th e  Morgai and away southw ard , th e r e  
were camps, some o f  t e n t s ,  some o rd ered  l i k e  sm a ll towns" ( tit, 
p . 2 0 0 ) . More p r e c i s e  f ig u r e s  are  g iv e n  fo r  th e  fo r c e s  op p o sin g  
Sauron. B efo re  th e  s i e g e  o f  Minas T ir i t h  b e g in s  somewhat l e s s  
than 3000 r e in fo r c e m e n ts  o f  men a l l i e d  to  Gondor a r r iv e  in  th e  
c i t y  (III, p. 4 4 ) .  There a r e  th ou san d s o f  k n ig h ts  who r id e  from  
Rohan to  Minas T ir i t h  (III, p . 67) , and in  th e  l a s t  b a t t l e  about 
6000 in fa n tr y  and 1000 k n ig h ts  a t ta c k  Mordor, w ith  3000 r id e r s  
o f  Rohan rem ain ing  in  A norien  to  h o ld  o f f  th e  rem ain in g  fo r c e s  
o f  Mordor th a t  have n o t been d e s tr o y e d  Cm, p .1 5 8 ) .
8The f o l lo w in g  q u ote  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  p o in t  w e l l :  "This 
s t a t e  o f  mind in  w hich th e  s o ld i e r  d e r iv e s  h i s  c o n c e p tio n  o f  
th e  s t r a t e g i c  sc e n e  i s  b rou gh t ab ou t p r im a r ily  by th e  m a tter  o f  
geography. Prom inent and d i r e c t  in  i t s  e f f e c t  i s  th e  fundam ent­
a l  f a c t  o f  t e r r a in .  'T e r r a in ' a s  a word d o es n o t have deep  
meaning t o  th e  n o n - s o ld ie r ,  b u t to  th e  s o ld i e r  i t  i s  e v e r y th in g .  
I t  i s  th e  f ix e d  f i e l d  w ith in  w hich he o p e r a te s . I t  i s  th e  
l im i t a t io n  w ith in  w hich he m ust f u n c t io n .  I t  i s  th e  opponent 
th a t  he must a lw ays fa c e  no m atter  who may be h i s  enemy. I t  
i s  th e  f a c t  o f  t e r r a in  t h a t  e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  f i e l d  w ith in  w hich  
th e  s o l d i e r ' s  p r o f e s s io n a l  i n t e l l e c t  m ust g e n e r a te  i t s  p lan s"
(J. C. W y lie , M il i ta r y  S t r a te g y :  A G en era l Theory o f  Power C o n tro l  
[New B runsw ick, N. J ., R utgers U n iv e r s ity  P r e s s , 1967]), p. 49 .
9T o lk ie n  m en tion s t h i s  o n ly  b r i e f l y  in  Appendix A, b u t  
i t  seem s t o  have been  a s e r io u s  t h r e a t  s in c e  he s a y s ,  "So i t  
was th a t  when th e  War came a t  l a s t  th e  main a s s a u l t  was turned  
southw ards; y e t  even  so  w ith  h i s  f a r - s t r e t c h e d  r ig h t  hand Sauron  
m ight have done g r e a t  e v i l  in  th e  N orth , i f  King Dain and King 
Brand had n o t  s to o d  in  h i s  path" (III ,  p .3 5 9 ) .  G andalf rem arked, 
" .. .th in g s  m ight have gone fa r  o th e r w ise  and fa r  w o rse . When 
you th in k  o f  th e  g r e a t  B a t t le  o f  th e  P e le n n o r , do n o t  fo r g e t  
th e  b a t t l e s  in  D ale  and th e  v a lo u r  o f  D u r in 's  f o lk ."
10 From N a p o leo n 's  " M ilita r y  Maxims" in  Thomas R. P h i l l ip s ,  
ed ., The R o o ts  o f  S t r a t e g y .  A C o l le c t io n  o f  M i l i t a r y  C la s s i c s  
(H arrisb u rg , Pa., M il i ta r y  S e r v ic e  P u b lis h in g  C o., 1 9 4 0 ) , p. 437.
11 "Even reckoned  a s  a lo r d  and c a p ta in  Saruman has grown 
v ery  s tr o n g . He th r e a te n s  th e  Men o f  Rohan and draws o f f  t h e ir  
h e lp  from M inas T ir i t h ,  even  a s  th e  main blow  i s  approach ing  
from th e  East" (II , p. 1 0 0 ) .
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m arch to  th e  a id  o f  O r th a n c  (o r  t o  c o n q u e r  i t ,  s i n c e  Sarum an h a s  
p ro v e d  t o  be  a t r e a c h e r o u s  a l l y ) .  When t h i s  t a s k  h a s  b een  
a c c o m p lis h e d , no f u r t h e r  e f f e c t i v e  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e s  w ould  re m a in  
to  p r e v e n t  t h e  c o m p le te  c o n q u e s t  o f  M id d le - e a r th .
Su c h , th e n ,  a r e  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  g o a l s  and th e  a d v a n ta g e s  o f  
S a u ro n . A g a in s t  h i s  a p p a r e n t  s u p e r i o r i t y ,  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  
a d v a n ta g e s  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  good seem t o  b e  few  in d e e d .
They a r e  d i s u n i t e d  and te n d  t o  d i s t r u s t  e a c h  o t h e r .12 They have 
made few p r e p a r a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  com ing c o n f l i c t ,  e x c e p t  f o r  G ondor 
w hich  h a s  had an o p p o r tu n i ty  t o  p r e p a r e  t h e  c i t y  o f  M inas T i r i t h  
f o r  a  s i e g e  by s t r e n g t h e n i n g  th e  w a l l  o f  t h e  P e le n n o r  (H I, p. 22) 
and by b u i ld in g  d e f e n s iv e  f o r t i f i c a t i o n s  on th e  r i v e r .  In  s p i t e  
o f  t h e i r  a p p a r e n t  w e a k n e ss , h o w ev er, th e y  h av e  s e v e r a l  p o w e rfu l  
a d v a n ta g e s .  F i r s t  and  m ost im p o r ta n t ,  th e y  h av e  p o s s e s s io n  o f  
th e  One R in g , w ith o u t  w h ich  S au ro n  c a n n o t b e  su p rem e . S e c o n d ly , 
th e y  a r e  f u l l y  aw are  o f  t h e  d a n g e rs  in v o lv e d  i n  u s in g  t h e  R ing 
and a r e  d e te rm in e d  t o  d e s t r o y  i t .  They a l s o  h av e  a  u n iq u e  s o u rc e  
o f  s t r e n g t h  in  t h a t  a lm o s t  a l l  o f  t h e  f r e e  c r e a t u r e s  o f  M id d le -  
e a r t h ,  in c lu d in g  ev en  th e  dead  whom A rag o rn  b r in g s  t o  a i d  h im , 
a r e  n a t u r a l  a l l i e s  a g a i n s t  S a u ro n . A lth o u g h  n o t  u n i t e d ,  th e y  
a r e  n o t  b l i n d  to  t h e  d a n g e r  he  r e p r e s e n t s  f o r  a l l  t h e  p e o p le s  o f  
M id d le - e a r th ;  and on ce  th e y  s e e  w hat h e  i s  d o in g , th e y  do become 
u n i t e d .  E xam ples o f  t h e  a id  th e y  g iv e  a r e  s e e n  in  t h e  ro u g h  
W oses, t h e  w ild  men o f  t h e  D ruadan  F o r e s t  who le a d  th e  R o h ir r im  
th ro u g h  th e  h id d e n  v a l l e y  t o  Gondor (Bk. 5 , Ch. 5), and  i n  th e  e a g le s  
who h e lp  G a n d a lf  e s c a p e  from  Sarum an and in  t h e  f i n a l  b a t t l e  
p r o v id e  l a s t - m i n u t e  h e lp .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  t h e  f r e e  p e o p le s  
hav e  in  G a n d a lf  th e  G rey a  s t r a t e g i s t  o f  t h e  h i g h e s t  o r d e r ,  a  
t r u l y  d a n g e ro u s  enemy f o r  S a u ro n .13 F o r w eapons and a rm ie s  a r e  
o n ly  t o o l s  o f  w ar; in  th e m s e lv e s  th e y  do n o t  w in v i c t o r i e s .  I t  
i s  o n ly  in  th e  h an d s o f  a  s k i l l f u l  commander t h a t  m i l i t a r y  
f o r c e  can  be  d e c i s i v e ;  and i n  c o m p a riso n  w ith  G a n d a lf ,  S au ro n  
i s  h o p e l e s s ly  o u t c l a s s e d .
From th e  v e ry  b e g in n in g  G a n d a lf  c o n s i s t e n t l y  f o l lo w s  th e  
r u l e  o f  s t r a t e g y  e x p r e s s e d  by  L id d e l l  H a r t  i n  h i s  c l a s s i c  work 
on s t r a t e g y ;  "C hoose th e  l in e  (o r  c o u r s e )  o f  l e a s t  e x p e c ta tio n .
T ry  t o  p u t  y o u r s e l f  i n  t h e  e n e m y 's  s h o e s ,  and t h in k  w hat c o u r s e  
i t  i s  l e a s t  p r o b a b le  he  w i l l  f o r e s e e  o r  f o r e s t a l l . " 14 T h is  i s  
j u s t  how G a n d a lf  r e a s o n s .  A t t h e  C o u n c il  o f  E lro n d  h e  shows 
h i s  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  S au ro n  when he  r e m a rk s , " F o r  h e  i s  v e ry  
w is e ,  and w e ig h s  a l l  t h i n g s  t o  a  n i c e t y  i n  t h e  s c a l e s  o f  h i s  
m a l ic e .  B ut t h e  o n ly  m e a su re  t h a t  h e  knows i s  d e s i r e ,  d e s i r e  
f o r  p o w er; and so  he  ju d g e s  a l l  h e a r t s .  I n to  h i s  h e a r t  th e  
th o u g h t  w i l l  n o t  e n t e r  t h a t  any  w i l l  r e f u s e  i t ,  t h a t  h a v in g  th e  
R ing  we may s e e k  t o  d e s t r o y  i t "  ( I ,  p .2 8 3 ) .  By u n d e r s ta n d in g  
how S au ro n  w i l l  a c t ,  G a n d a lf  i s  a b l e  t o  p l a n  a  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n  
t h a t  he  c a n n o t a n t i c i p a t e .
W. H. Auden h a s  shown t h a t  S a u ro n 1s  g r e a t e s t  w eak n e ss  i s  
h i s  la c k  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n ,15 and i n  s t r a t e g i c  m a t t e r s  a  weak 
im a g in a t io n  can  be  f a t a l .  S au ro n  can  o n ly  t h i n k  o f  how he 
w ould  a c t  i n  a n o t h e r 's  p o s i t i o n .  As G a n d a lf  s a y s  a f t e r  h i s  
r e t u r n  from  M o ria , "He su p p o s e s  t h a t  we w ere  a l l  g o in g  t o  
M inas T i r i t h ;  f o r  t h a t  i s  w hat he  w ould  h im s e l f  h av e  done in  
o u r  p l a c e .  And a c c o r d in g  t o  h i s  w isdom  i t  w ould  h av e  b e e n  a  
h eav y  s t r o k e  a g a i n s t  h i s  p o w er. In d e e d  h e  i s  i n  g r e a t  f e a r ,  
n o t  know ing w hat m ig h ty  one  may s u d d e n ly  a p p e a r ,  w ie ld in g  th e  
R in g , and  a s s a i l i n g  him  w ith  w a r , s e e k in g  t o  c a s t  him  down and 
t a k e  h i s  p l a c e .  T h a t we sh o u ld  w ish  t o  c a s t  him  down and  h av e  
no  one in  h i s  p l a c e  i s  n o t  a  th o u g h t  t h a t  o c c u r s  t o  h i s  m ind" 
( n ,  p . 1 0 0 ) . A g a in s t  a  r e s o u r c e f u l  enem y, a  r u l e r  l i k e  S au ro n  
w i l l  a lw a y s  b e  a t  a  d i s a d v a n ta g e .
Sarum an i s  much l i k e  S au ro n  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  and  th e  
s t r a t e g i c  i n e p t i t u d e  o f  b o th  i s  s t r i k i n g l y  r e v e a l e d  in  t h e i r  
c h o ic e  o f  o b j e c t i v e s  i n  t h e i r  f i r s t  l a r g e - s c a l e  a s s a u l t .  They 
b o th  ch o o se  t h e  l e a s t  im a g in a t iv e ,  l e a s t  e f f e c t i v e ,  and  m ost 
c o s t l y  o f  a l l  ty p e s  o f  a t t a c k ,  o n e  t h a t  th ro u g h o u t  h i s t o r y  h a s  
a p p e a le d  t o  t h e  m e d io c re  com m ander: a  d i r e c t  f r o n t a l  a s s a u l t  
on t h e  o p p o n e n t 's  s t r o n g e s t  p o s i t i o n — t h e  c i t y  o f  M inas T i r i t h  
in  t h e  c a s e  o f  S a u ro n , and  t h e  H o rn b u rg  in  H e lm 's  Deep in  t h e  
c a s e  o f  Sarum an, b o th  o f  w h ich  a r e  s t r o n g l y  f o r t i f i e d  and 
p r e p a r e d  f o r  w ar. As L id d e l l  H a r t  s a y s ,  " U n le s s  t h e r e  i s  
o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  a  q u ic k  s u r p r i s e  a s s a u l t ,  a  s i e g e  i s  t h e  m ost 
u n econom ic  o f  a l l  o p e r a t i o n s  o f  w a r . When t h e  enemy h a s  s t i l l  
a  f i e l d  arm y c a p a b le  o f  i n t e r v e n i n g ,  a  s i e g e  i s  a l s o  t h e  m ost 
d a n g e r o u s - - f o r  u n t i l  i t  i s  c row ned  by s u c c e s s  t h e  a s s a i l a n t  i s  
p r o g r e s s i v e l y  w e ak e n in g  h im s e l f  o u t  o f  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  h i s12 E lv e s  and men have been  e s tr a n g e d  fo r  a lo n g  tim e
( I ,  p. 6 1 ) ,  and th e  e l v e s  and th e  dw arves a r e  en em ies a s  we s e e  
when th e  F e llo w sh ip  o f  th e  Ring g o e s  t o  L o r ien  ( I ,  p. 3 5 8 ) .
13 G andalf sp ea k s o f  h im s e lf  a s d an gerou s: "And so  am I ,  
v e r y  d an gerou s: more dan gerou s than  a n y th in g  you w i l l  e v e r  m eet, 
u n le s s  you a re  brought a l i v e  b e fo r e  th e  s e a t  o f  th e  Dark Lord" 
(II , p. 103) .
14  B a s i l  H. L id d e l l  H art, S t r a t e g y :  th e  I n d i r e c t  A pproach  
(New York, F r e d e r ic k  M. P r a e g e r , 1 9 5 4 ) , p. 348.
15 "Good and E v i l  in  The L ord o f  th e  R in g s ,"  T o lk ie n  
J o u r n a l ,  3 , N°1 (1 9 6 7 ) , pp. 5 -8 .
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e n e m y ."16 N e i th e r  S au ro n  n o r  Sarum an, h o w ev er, g iv e s  any  th o u g h t  
t o  t h e  d a n g e ro u s  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  h i s  a c t i o n s ,  b u t  t h in k s  
t h a t  m a s s iv e  f o r c e  a lo n e  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  a t t a i n  h i s  e n d s . 
S au ro n  i s  a l s o  m is le d  by h i s  c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  t h e  R ing  m u st be 
in  M inas T i r i t h  and t h a t  t o  g e t  i t ,  he  m ust b re a k  i n .  B ecause  
o f  t h i s  c o n v ic t i o n  a l s o ,  h e  a t t a c k s  b e f o r e  h e  i s  c o m p le te ly  
r e a d y .  T h is  f a l s e  b e l i e f ,  h o w ev er, i s  a  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  h i s  
b a s i c  i n a b i l i t y  t o  c o n s id e r  a l l  p o s s i b l e  moves by h i s  o p p o n e n ts .  
S a u r o n 's  c o n f id e n c e  i n  t h e  s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  h i s  f o r c e s  t o  o v e r ­
come any  o p p o s i t i o n  i s  r e f l e c t e d  to o  i n  t h e  o v e r c o n f id e n c e  o f  
h i s  l i e u t e n a n t ,  t h e  L ord o f  t h e  N a z g u l, who n e g l e c t s  t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  any  a id  com ing t o  M inas T i r i t h  and th u s  h a s  no 
s c o u t s  o u t  t o  w arn  o f  t h e  a p p ro a c h  o f  t h e  R id e r s  o f  Rohan 
( III ,  p .1 1 1 ) .  I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  f o r c e s  in  A n o rie n  to  
g u a rd  a g a i n s t  a t t a c k s  from  Rohan ( III ,  p . 1 5 7 ) , b u t  t h e  R id e r s  
a r r i v e  th ro u g h  th e  h id d e n  v a l l e y  i n  D ruadan  F o r e s t .  F o r e s t s  
do n o t  u s u a l l y  p r o v id e  an  im p a s s a b le  b a r r i e r  t o  d e te rm in e d  
t r o o p s ,  a s  t h e  F re n c h  fo u n d  o u t  t o  t h e i r  so rro w  i n  1940 when 
t h e  German arm or b ro k e  th ro u g h  th e  A rd en n es F o r e s t  an d  c a u g h t 
t h e  F re n c h  h ig h  command c o m p le te ly  u n p re p a re d  i n  a  s u r p r i s e  
a t t a c k  re m a rk a b ly  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  a t t a c k  o f  th e  R id e r s .
S a u ro n 's  and Sarum an 's p o v e r ty  o f  im a g in a t io n  i s  c l e a r l y  
s e e n  to o  i n  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  to w a rd  t h e  c r e a t u r e s  o f  M id d le -  
e a r t h  whom I hav e  r e f e r r e d  t o  abo v e  a s  t h e  " n a t u r a l  a l l i e s "  o f  
th e  f o r c e s  o f  good . S au ro n  c a n n o t im a g in e  t h a t  weak and 
a p p a r e n t ly  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  c r e a t u r e s  sh o u ld  p o se  any  t h r e a t  t o  
h im . He h im s e l f  i s  g r e a t  and p o w e r fu l  and  t r u s t s  i n  m i l i t a r y  
f o r c e .  T hose  who a r e  u n l i k e  him  a r e  s im p ly  b e n e a th  h i s  
n o t i c e .  He m akes g r e a t  p r e p a r a t i o n s  t o  f i g h t  G ondor and 
Rohan, b u t  c o m p le te ly  ig n o r e s  t h e  h o b b i t s  u n t i l  h e  d i s c o v e r s  
t h a t  one o f  them  h a s  t h e  R ing  ( I ,  p .5 8 ) .  Sarum an i m i t a t e s  
S au ro n  i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t  and  in d e e d  g o es  one  s t e p  f u r t h e r .  He 
w a n to n ly  b u rn s  some o f  t h e  t r e e s  o f  t h e  f o r e s t  o f  F a n g o rn . To 
Sarum an su c h  an a c t  i s  p ro b a b ly  n o t  c o n s id e re d  w o rth y  o f  ev en  
p a s s in g  n o t i c e .  I t  i s  a  s im p le  a c t  o f  t h o u g h t l e s s  c r u e l t y ,  
and y e t  i t  i s  an  e s s e n t i a l  e le m e n t i n  b r in g in g  a b o u t t h e  down­
f a l l  o f  S a u ro n . A lth o u g h  t h e  e n t s  who g u a rd  t h e  t r e e s  seem 
t o  b e  weak and  u n im p o r ta n t  ( a f t e r  a l l ,  th e y  h a v e  no w eapons 
and a r e  p e a c e f u l  and  u n w a r l ik e ) ,  i n  r e a l i t y ,  o n c e  a ro u s e d  to  
a n g e r  th e y  becom e t e r r i f y i n g  w a r r i o r s .  I t  i s  t h e  e n t s  who 
d e s t r o y  O r th a n c  and  th e n  w ip e  o u t  t h e  arm y o f  o r e s  b e s i e g in g  
th e  H ornburg  (Bk. 3 , Ch. 7 ) .  By t h i s  b a t t l e ,  S a u r o n 's  
s t r a t e g i c  a d v a n ta g e  i n  Rohan i s  l o s t .  He becom es aw are  o f  
S a ru m a n 's  d e f e a t  ( I I , p . 2 0 1 ) , b u t  f e a r f u l  o f  w hat may h ap p en  t o  
t h e  R in g , h e  b e g in s  h i s  own a t t a c k  on M inas T i r i t h  s t i l l  
c o n f id e n t  t h a t  h i s  s u p e r i o r  f o r c e s  a lo n e  a r e  s u f f i c i e n t  to  
c o n q u e r  t h e  c i t y .
And y e t ,  t h e r e  i s  no r e a s o n  why S au ro n  sh o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  
ig n o r a n t  o f  w hat h a s  h ap p en ed  t o  t h e  R in g , s i n c e  h e  h ad  th e  
o p p o r tu n i ty  t o  q u e s t io n  P ip p in  th ro u g h  t h e  c a p tu r e d  p a l a n t i r . 17 
H ow ever, h i s  s t u p i d i t y  i n  f a i l i n g  t o  make u s e  o f  t h e  a d v a n ta g e  
o f  t h e  co m m u n ica tio n s  a t  h i s  d i s p o s a l  s im p ly  a g g r a v a te s  t h e  
r e s u l t s  o f  h i s  o r i g i n a l  c h o ic e  o f  an  o b j e c t i v e  o f  a t t a c k ,  f o r  
ev en  t h e  l o s s  o f  S a ru m a n 's  army n e e d  n o t  h av e  p ro v e d  d i s a s t r o u s .  
In d e e d , t h e  e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  Sarum an h a s  rem oved a  d a n g e ro u s  
r i v a l  f o r  t h e  R in g . A m ore p ro fo u n d  m i l i t a r y  t h i n k e r  w ould 
hav e  a v o id e d  a  d i r e c t  a t t a c k  on t h e  f o r t r e s s  o f  M inas T i r i t h  
in  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .  He m ig h t h a v e  h ad  t o  c r o s s  a t  O s g i l i a t h  
b e c a u s e  i t  i s  t h e  o n ly  f o r d a b l e  p l a c e  on t h e  r i v e r ,  b u t  t h e r e  
was no n eed  t o  a t te m p t  t o  b r e a k  i n t o  t h e  c i t y .  A t r u l y  a b le  
commander w ould  h av e  p la c e d  a  c o v e r in g  f o r c e  n e a r  t h e  c i t y  t o  
c o n ta in  any  p o s s i b l e  b r e a k o u t  and  s e n t  t h e  m ain  body  o f  h i s  
arm y a g a i n s t  R ohan. S au ro n  c o u ld  t h u s  h a v e  p r e v e n te d  h i s  
e n em ies  from  u n i t i n g  and  h av e  d e s t r o y e d  them  s e p a r a t e l y .  Even 
i f  t h e  f o r c e s  i n  t h e  c i t y  h ad  w ish e d  t o  go t o  t h e  a id  o f  R ohan, 
th e y  w ould  h av e  b e e n  f o r c e d  t o  le a v e  t h e i r  f o r t i f i c a t i o n s  and 
f i g h t  i n  t h e  open i n  d i s a d v a n ta g e o u s  c o n d i t i o n s .  Even g iv e n  
S a u r o n 's  c o n v ic t i o n  t h a t  th e  R ing  was i n  t h e  c i t y  and  t h a t  i t  
was t h e r e f o r e  e s s e n t i a l  t h a t  h e  e n t e r  t o  g e t  i t ,  t h e r e  i s  no 
e x c u s e  f o r  h i s  h a v in g  f a i l e d  t o  g u a rd  h i s  f l a n k s  a d e q u a te ly .
B ut S au ro n  d o es  n o t  t h i n k  a s  a  good s t r a t e g i s t .  H aving  su c h  
l a r g e  num bers o f  t r o o p s  a v a i l a b l e ,  h e  p r e s s e s  t h e  a s s a u l t ,  
h e e d le s s  o f  t h e  c o s t .  18
M inas T i r i t h ,  h o w ev er, h a v in g  b e e n  th o r o u g h ly  p r e p a r e d  
f o r  a  s i e g e ,  h o ld s  o u t  lo n g e r  th a n  S au ro n  e x p e c te d .  The
16 Sun Tzu, th e  g r e a t  C h in ese  s t r a t e g i s t ,  spoke in  s im i la r  
term s around 500 B. C.: "Hence to  f i g h t  and conquer in  a l l  your  
b a t t l e s  i s  n o t  supreme e x c e l l e n c e ;  supreme e x c e l l e n c e  c o n s i s t s  
in  b rea k in g  th e  enem y's r e s i s t a n c e  w ith o u t  f i g h t i n g .  Thus th e  
h ig h e s t  form o f  g e n e r a ls h ip  i s  t o  b au lk  th e  enem y's p la n s ;  th e  
n e x t  b e s t  i s  t o  p r e v e n t  th e  ju n c t io n  o f  th e  enem y's f o r c e s ;  th e  
n e x t  in  ord er  i s  t o  a t ta c k  th e  enem y's army in  th e  f i e l d ,  and
th e  w o rst p o l ic y  o f  a l l  i s  to  b e s ie g e  w a lle d  c i t i e s "  (On th e  A rt  
o f  War, in  P h i l l i p s ,  The R o o ts  o f  S t r a t e g y ,  p. 26). L id d e l l  H art, 
e ls e w h e r e , sa y s  " - .n o th in g  can be more hazardous fo r  an army 
than  to  c o n c e n tr a te  i t s  e f f o r t  a t  th e  p o in t  where th e  enemy can  
c a lc u la t e  on i t s  com ing, and can th u s c o n c e n tr a te  h i s  f o r c e s  to  
m eet i t "  (S tr a te g y ,  p. 3 0 4 ).
17 Auden (p. 7) p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  Sauron i s  d e c e iv e d  by h i s  
own l u s t  f o r  power when he f a i l s  t o  q u e s t io n  P ip p in . He i s  so  
ea g er  to  torm ent him th a t  he d o e s  n o t  a sk  him how he happened to  
be in  v ie w  o f  th e  p a la n t i r .
18 L id d e l l  H art rem arks how an abundance o f  manpower may 
have a d i s a s t r o u s  e f f e c t  on g e n e r a ls h ip :  " I t  i s  c u r io u s  how th e  
p o s s e s s io n  o f  a b lan k  cheque on th e  bank o f  man-power had so  
a n a lo g o u s an e f f e c t  in  180 7 -1 4  and in  1 9 1 4 -1 8 . - .T h e  e x p la n a t io n  
may b e th a t  l a v i s h  e x p e n d itu r e  b reed s e x tr a v a g a n c e , th e  m en ta l 
a n t i t h e s i s  o f  economy o f  fo r c e — t o  w hich  s u r p r is e  and m o b il i t y  
a re  th e  means" (S t r a t e g y ,  p . 1 2 7 ) .
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c a v a l r y  o f  Rohan, no lo n g e r  h e ld  in  ch eck  by Sarum an, and 
a id e d  by th e  W ild Men o f  t h e  w oods, a r r i v e s  u n e x p e c te d ly  o u t  o f  
th e  f o r e s t  and  S a u r o n 's  army i s  f la n k e d  and i t s  commander 
k i l l e d  ( III ,  p . 1 1 7 ) . Q u ic k ly  f o l lo w in g  upon t h i s  a c t i o n ,  th e  
arm y i s  a g a in  f la n k e d  from  th e  s o u th  by A rag o rn , who h as  
d e f e a te d  th e  s o u th e rn  a l l i e s  o f  S au ro n  on whom h e  had c o u n te d  
t o  c o v e r  t h a t  r e g io n  and t o  a i d  i n  t h e  s i e g e .  The b a t t l e  i s  
l o s t  and m ost o f  S a u r o n 's  f o r c e s  a r e  d e s t ro y e d  (Bk. 5 , Ch. 6 ) .
The a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  R id e r s  and  A rag o rn  i l l u s t r a t e s  a n o th e r  
v i t a l  p r i n c i p l e  o f  s t r a t e g y :  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  n a tu r e  o f  t h e  t im in g  
o f  an  a t t a c k .  S a u r o n 's  a t t a c k  on M inas T i r i t h  had  b e e n  
e x p e c te d  and th e  d e f e n d e r s  w ere  r e a d y  f o r  i t ,  so  t h e r e  was no 
s u r p r i s e  in v o lv e d .  The a t t a c k  o f  t h e  R o h ir r im  and  th e n  o f  
A ra g o rn , h o w ev er, i s  a  c o m p le te  s u r p r i s e  and h e lp s  t o  d i s ­
l o c a t e  and d i s o r g a n iz e  th e  b e s i e g e r s .  I f  t h e  R id e r s  had 
a r r i v e d  l a t e r ,  a f t e r  th e  f a l l  o f  M inas T i r i t h ,  th e y  c o u ld  hav e  
done l i t t l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  v i c t o r i o u s  arm y o f  S a u ro n , b u t  w ould 
p ro b a b ly  h av e  been  a n n i h i l a t e d .
Sa u r o n 's  b e in g  c a u g h t o f f  b a la n c e  i s  a  r e s u l t  o f  a n o th e r  o f  
h i s  f a i l u r e s  a s  a  s t r a t e g i s t :  h i s  l a c k  o f  any  a l t e r n a t i v e  
moves t o  b e  made i n  c a s e  one o f  h i s  p la n s  i s  d i s r u p t e d .  To 
q u o te  once  m ore from  L id d e l l  H a r t :  "T he a b s e n c e  o f  an  a l t e r n a ­
t i v e  i s  c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  v e ry  n a tu r e  o f  w ar. I t  s i n s  a g a i n s t  
t h e  l i g h t  w hich  B o u rc e t sh e d  i n  t h e  e ig h t e e n th  c e n tu r y  by h i s  
m ost p e n e t r a t i n g  d ic tu m  t h a t  'e v e r y  p la n  o f  cam paign  o u g h t to  
hav e  s e v e r a l  b ra n c h e s  and to  hav e  b een  so  w e l l  th o u g h t  o u t  t h a t  
one o r  t h e  o t h e r  o f  t h e  s a i d  b ra n c h e s  c a n n o t f a i l  o f  s u c c e s s . '  
. . . A  p l a n ,  l i k e  a  t r e e ,  m ust hav e  b r a n c h e s - - i f  i t  i s  t o  b e a r  
f r u i t .  A p la n  w ith  a  s i n g l e  aim  i s  a p t  t o  p ro v e  a  b a r r e n  p o l e . "  
(S tr a te g y ,  pp. 3 4 3 -4 4 .)  S a u ro n , h o w ev er, h ad  s ta k e d  e v e r y th in g  
on th e  f a l l  o f  M inas T i r i t h ,  and when t h i s  p ro v e s  im p o s s ib le ,  he  
i s  l e f t  a g a in  w here  he  s t a r t e d .
A ls o , a f t e r  t h i s  b a t t l e  t h e  o p p o s in g  m i l i t a r y  f o r c e s  a r e  
m ore e q u a l ly  b a la n c e d .  A lth o u g h  t h e  arm y t h a t  b e s ie g e d  Gondor 
was n o t  t h e  l a r g e s t  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  a t  S a u r o n 's  command, t h e r e  
can  be no d o u b t t h a t  h e  h a s  s u f f e r e d  a  g r ie v o u s  l o s s  w h ic h , 
c o u p le d  w ith  t h e  l o s s  o f  h i s  a l l i e s ,  h a s  g iv e n  a  s e r i o u s  s e t ­
b a c k  t o  h i s  p la n s  o f  c o n q u e s t .  N e v e r th e l e s s ,  S au ro n  i s  s t i l l  
f a r  from  f i n i s h e d .  He h a s  a  s e c u re  b a s e  from  w h ich  t o  la u n c h  
a n o th e r  a t t a c k  and  h e  h a s  many t r o o p s  t h a t  h av e  n o t  b een  u se d  
( III , p . 1 5 4 ) . Now t h e  d e c i s io n  r e s t s  w ith  G ondor and i t s  
a l l i e s .  S h a l l  th e y  re m a in  on th e  d e f e n s iv e  and w a i t  f o r  
a n o th e r  a t t a c k ,  o r  t a k e  t h e  o f f e n s i v e  a g a i n s t  M ordor? Once 
a g a in  G a n d a lf  show s h i s  a b i l i t y  a s  a  m a s te r  s t r a t e g i s t .  L ik e  
N ap o leo n , h e  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  " d e f e n s iv e  w ar d o es  n o t  e x c lu d e  
a t t a c k i n g ,  j u s t  a s  o f f e n s i v e  w ar d o e s  n o t  e x c lu d e  d e f e n d i n g . . . "  
( P h i l l i p s ,  p. 437 ). The move w h ich  he  p ro p o se s  r e v e a l s  t h a t  he  
h a s  n e v e r  f o r  a  moment l o s t  s i g h t  o f  t h e  fu n d a m e n ta l maxim 
a r t i c u l a t e d  by L id d e l l  H a r t :  " . . . t h e  t r u e  aim  i n  w ar i s  th e  
m ind o f  t h e  h o s t i l e  r u l e r s ,  n o t  th e  b o d ie s  o f  t h e i r  t r o o p s . . . "  
[ S tr a te g y  ,  p. 219). He c o u n s e ls  an  im m ed ia te  a t t a c k —n o t  i n  o r d e r  
t o  make a  s e r i o u s  a t te m p t  t o  b r e a k  i n t o  M ordor, w h ich  w ould  in  
any  c a s e  b e  im p o s s ib le ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t o  keep  S au ro n  d i s t r a c t e d  so 
t h a t  he  w i l l  n o t  n o t i c e  t h e  t r u e  t h r e a t  t o  h i s  pow er o f f e r e d  by 
F rodo  and Sam. As he  s a y s ,  "We m ust p u sh  S au ro n  t o  h i s  l a s t  
th ro w . We m ust c a l l  o u t  h i s  h id d e n  s t r e n g t h ,  so  t h a t  he  s h a l l  
em pty h i s  l a n d .  We m ust m arch o u t t o  m eet him  a t  o n c e . We 
m ust make o u r s e lv e s  th e  b a i t ,  th o u g h  h i s  jaw s sh o u ld  c lo s e  on 
u s .  He w i l l  t a k e  t h a t  b a i t ,  i n  hope and g r e e d ,  f o r  he  w i l l  th in k  
t h a t  i n  su c h  r a s h n e s s  h e  s e e s  t h e  p r i d e  o f  t h e  new R in g lo r d . . ."
( III, p. 1 5 6 ) .
T h is  move i s  a  d i s t r a c t i o n ,  a lw ay s  an e s s e n t i a l  e le m e n t in  
g ra n d  s t r a t e g y .  L id d e l l  H a r t d e f in e s  d i s t r a c t i o n  in  t h e  f o l lo w ­
in g  te rm s :  "B e c a u se  o f  t h e  r i s k  t h a t  t h e  enemy may a c h ie v e  su c h  
a  ch ange o f  f r o n t ,  i t  i s  u s u a l ly  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h e  d i s l o c a t i n g  
move t o  b e  p re c e d e d  by  a  move, o r  m oves, w h ich  can  b e s t  be 
d e f in e d  by t h e  te rm  ' d i s t r a c t '  i n  i t s  l i t e r a l  s e n s e  o f  ' t o  
draw  a s u n d e r '.  The p u rp o se  o f  t h i s  ' d i s t r a c t i o n '  i s  t o  d e p r iv e  
th e  enem y o f  h is  fre e d o m  o f  a c tio n ,  and i t  sh o u ld  o p e r a te  in  
b o th  t h e  p h y s i c a l  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s p h e r e s .  . . . 'S t o n e w a l l '  
J a c k so n  a p t l y  e x p r e s s e s  t h i s  i n  h i s  s t r a t e g i c a l  m o tto — 'M y s t i f y ,  
m is le a d ,  and s u r p r i s e ' . F o r t o  m y s t i f y  and  m is le a d  c o n s t i t u t e s  
'd i s t r a c t i o n ' ,  w h ile  s u r p r i s e  i s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  c a u se  o f  ' d i s l o ­
c a t i o n '.  I t  i s  th ro u g h  th e  d i s t r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  com m ander's  mind 
t h a t  d i s t r a c t i o n  o f  h i s  f o r c e s  f o l lo w s .  The l o s s  o f  h i s  freed o m  
o f  a c t i o n  i s  th e  s e q u e l  t o  t h e  l o s s  o f  h i s  free d o m  o f  c o n c e p tio n "  
[ S tr a te g y , pp. 3 4 1 -4 2 ) . The d i s t r a c t i o n  su c c e e d s , and  S au ro n  
c o m p le te ly  f a i l s  t o  n o t i c e  t h e  t r u e  t h r e a t  t o  h i s  h e a d q u a r te r s  
u n t i l  i t  i s  to o  l a t e  and he  i s  d e s t r o y e d .  Once t h e  commander i s  
g o n e , t h e  re m a in in g  f o r c e s  o f  M ordor c a n n o t c o n t in u e  t o  o p e r a te  
i n  c o o r d in a t io n  and th e y  a r e  d e a l t  w i th  s i n g l y  (B k .6 , C h .4 ) .  
T h e re  i s  a  c u r io u s  p a r a l l e l  t o  t h i s  a t t a c k  and  th e  ty p e  o f  
a t t a c k  e n v is io n e d  by G e n e ra l J .  F . C. F u l l e r  a f t e r  t h e  F i r s t  
W orld War. In  h i s  w o rd s , " ...n ew  m eans o f  war . . .w i l l  f o r c e  u s  t o  
s u b s t i t u t e  a  th e o r y  b a se d  on t h e  id e a  o f  d e s t r o y in g  command— n o t 
a f t e r  th e  e n e m y 's  p e r s o n n e l  h a s  b een  d i s o r g a n iz e d ,  b u t  when i t  
i s  p o s s i b l e ,  b e f o r e  i t  h a s  been  a t t a c k e d ,  so  t h a t  i t  may be
fo u n d  i n  a  s t a t e  o f  d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n  when a t t a c k e d . " 19
The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  show s a g a in  t h a t  t h e  a r t  o f  w ar i s  
t r u l y  an  a r t ,  r a t h e r  th a n  a  s c i e n c e .  S t r a te g y  and m i l i t a r y  
d o c t r i n e  a r e  n o t  f i x e d  e le m e n ts  t h a t  can  be  a p p l i e d  m e c h a n ic a l ly  
t o  p ro d u c e  a  d e s i r e d  r e s u l t .  I t  m ig h t ev en  be s a id  t h a t  i t  was 
S a u r o n 's  b e l i e f  t h a t  m ig h t a lo n e  m ust n e c e s s a r i l y  tr iu m p h  t h a t  
l e d  t o  h i s  d o w n f a l l .  F o rc e  i s  im p o r ta n t  and  m i l i t a r y  pow er 
c a n n o t be d i s r e g a r d e d ,  b u t  a lo n e  th e y  a r e  n o t  a lw ay s  enough .
I t  i s  i n  w ar, p e rh a p s  t o  a  g r e a t e r  e x t e n t  th a n  i n  any  o th e r  
human a c t i v i t y ,  t h a t  th e  c r u c i a l  e le m e n t o f  s u c c e s s  i s  a  humane 
im a g in a t io n .  L a s t  o f  a l l ,  one comes away from  a c o n s id e r a t i o n  
o f  th e  r o l e  o f  w ar i n  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  w i th  an  in c r e a s e d  
r e s p e c t  f o r  th e  a c h ie v e m e n t o f  t h e  a u th o r .  The outcom e o f  th e  
book i s  p ro d u c e d  n o t  by m agic o r  s im p ly  by  th e  a u t h o r 's  f i a t  b u t  
th ro u g h  th e  n a t u r a l  d ev e lo p m en t o f  t h e  s t r e n g t h s  and  w eak n e sse s  
o f  th e  o p p o s in g  f o r c e s .  T h is  r e a l i s m  e n a b le s  u s  t o  d e a l  w ith  
th e  work a s  w ith  a  w ork o f  " t r u e "  h i s t o r y .  In  f a c t ,  w i th  an 
a r t i s t  l i k e  T o lk ie n ,  p e rh a p s  t h e r e  i s  no d i s t i n c t i o n  b e tw een  
" t r u e "  and " f e ig n e d "  h i s t o r y .
a d d e n d u m
[ S e v e ra l  o f  t h e  members o f  t h e  a u d ie n c e  th o u g h t  I had 
e x a g g e ra te d  in  re m a rk in g  on S a u r o n 's  " s t u p i d i t y "  and t h a t  
a c t u a l l y  he  s im p ly  s u f f e r e d  from  a ru n  o f  "b ad  l u c k ."  A f te r  
th in k in g  i t  o v e r ,  I am c o n v in c e d  t h a t  a l th o u g h  S au ro n  i s  i n t e l ­
l i g e n t ,  h i s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i s  s e v e r e ly  l i m i te d  by  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  
t o  im a g in e  w hat o t h e r s  m ig h t be l i k e .  H is "b ad  lu c k "  i s  m o s tly  
o f  h i s  own m ak ing . G a n d a lf  s a y s  o f  h im , "W ise f o o l .  F o r i f  he 
had  u se d  a l l  h i s  pow er t o  g u a rd  M ordor, so  t h a t  no n e  c o u ld  
e n t e r ,  and b e n t  a l l  h i s  g u i l e  t o  t h e  h u n t in g  o f  t h e  R in g , th e n  
in d e e d  hope w ould  hav e  f a d e d : n e i t h e r  R ing n o r  b e a r e r  c o u ld  
lo n g  h av e  e lu d e d  him " (H , p . 1 0 0 ) . P e rh a p s  a  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  
" s t u p i d i t y "  g iv e n  by a  fo rm e r  t e a c h e r  o f  m ine f i t s  S au ro n  b e s t :  
" S t u p i d i t y  i s  a g g r e s s iv e  ig n o r a n c e ."  I am c e r t a i n  t h a t  S a u ro n 's  
f a i l u r e  t o  q u e s t io n  P ip p in  th ro u g h  t h e  p a l a n t i r  m ust be  c l a s s i ­
f i e d  a s  s t u p i d i t y  by a n y o n e 's  d e f i n i t i o n .  I a g re e  w ith  Auden: 
"One o f  T o lk i e n 's  m ost im p re s s iv e  a c h ie v e m e n ts  i s  t h a t  he 
s u c c e e d s  i n  c o n v in c in g  t h e  r e a d e r  t h a t  th e  m is ta k e s  w hich  
S au ro n  m akes t o  h i s  own u n d o in g  a r e  t h e  k in d s  o f  m is ta k e  
w h ich  E v i l ,  how ever p o w e r fu l ,  c a n n o t h e lp  m ak ing , j u s t  b e c a u s e  
i t  i s  e v i l "  (p. 7 ) . ]
19 J. F. C. F u l l e r , The F ou n d a tio n s o f  th e  S c ie n c e  o f  War 
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